Measurement of the discomfort component of illness.
Discomfort is a prominent component of illness, but it is difficult to measure on a scale that allows its formal inclusion in a health status index. The authors tested the content validity of defining various discomforts in terms of their quality, duration, and intensity and found no responses that could not be categorized within this conceptual framework. They then analyzed the ability of patients to ascribe preference values to a sample of discomfort statements, based on this characterization of discomfort, and found them able to do this reliably using magnitude estimation. These results show that, although the universe of discomforts cannot be measured directly on a common scale, they can be compared using a scale of social preference. This will allow the formal incorporation of the discomfort component of illness into health status indexes based upon dysfunctions, discomforts, and prognosis.